PAGE  
1

The LAWCHA Award for Distinguished Service to Labor and Labor History

Presented to Staughton Lynd

LAWCHA Annual Meeting, Washington, D.C.

April 10, 2010

Remarks prepared by Shelton Stromquist, LAWCHA Vice-president

We gather to honor Staughton Lynd with LAWCHA’s Award for distinguished service to labor and labor history.

Where to begin?  Staughton’s record of achievement as a self-described “long-distance runner for social change” is without peer.

Some of us had the good fortune to be his students, literally and for others of us, figuratively.  [My own history with Staughton dates from the fall of 1964, when he came to Yale after a summer spent in Mississippi as director of the Freedom Schools and I returned to Yale after a “drop-out” year and a summer of work with SNCC in Vicksburg.  We’ve kept track of each other ever since, crossing paths at SDS anti-war demonstrations, in Chicago, and at labor history conferences.  I also had the good fortune to receive draft counseling from Alice in Chicago, as I struggled to find my own conscientious path from CO to resister in 1968.]

Staughton’s acts of conscience and his unshakable integrity led to his denial of tenure at Yale, the most famous of innumerable such cases in the second phase of Cold War academic persecution and hysteria during the Vietnam War.  Not by choice but out of necessity, Staughton had to redefine himself as a historian and a labor and social justice advocate, thereafter working outside the academy.

Staughton has been a bridge between the worlds of labor activism and labor history.  Like E.P. Thompson and David Montgomery his scholarship has been shaped and inspired by his vision of social change.

As his autobiographical writings, Living Inside Our Hope and (with Alice) Stepping Stones: Memoir of a Life Together and the record of his “long distance run” attest, his work has been guided by some key principles.

Accompaniment.  Staughton and Alice use the term to describe their collaborative form of activism and intellectual work in which partnership is central, whether it be in the collecting of oral histories, the counseling of draft-eligible young people, or their work with rank and file steel workers, victims of employment discrimination, and death-row prisoners.  They have sought to facilitate the agency of others and in so doing have been agents of creative social action in their own right.

Nonviolence.  Staughton has been at the center of the storm of social change in one phase after another of his life.  A guiding light—partly inspired by his Quakerism and partly by the inspiration of other agents of non-violent activism (Gandhi, King, Mandela)—has been an unshakable faith in non-violent action.  In debates within the movement at every stage he has held high that principle.

Participatory democracy.  From his own experience with the Macedonia Community in Georgia, SNCC and Freedom Summer, SDS and the anti-war movement, rank and file activism in the Chicago area, northern Indiana, and Youngstown, Ohio, Staughton has acted deeply on the principle that people have the capacity to define and lead their own struggles.  His is a radical, bottom-up vision of democracy.  In Stepping Stones, he quotes Myles Horton’s own formulation of that principle at an early meeting of what would become the Highlander Folk School, when Horton said to an assembled, depression-burdened gathering of mountain folk, “Why don’t we go around the circle and see what ideas people brought with them.”

Community.  The sum of Staughton’s years in the movement and his deep reckoning with history, have confirmed for him the centrality of community, building outward from the family.  They have also provided the solution to what he termed “Burnham’s dilemma”—the challenge of building socialism within a society dominated by capitalist power.  That solution he offers toward the end of Stepping Stones:

It is the idea that our Movement for social change should not attempt to take state power.  Rather, we should create a horizontal network of self-governing institutions, strong enough that whoever holds the highest offices of government will be accountable to what Subcommandante Marcos calls, “the below,” that is us.

We honor Staughton as an activist and labor historian.  His work in this latter capacity has been equally inspiring.

To briefly recount:

He and Alice collected, transcribed and published two remarkable sets of rank and file narratives, which appeared twenty-seven years apart, in 1973 and 2000.

He offered an account of the great upheavals of 1934, through the case of steel, that pioneered an alternative vision of the possibilities for labor radicalism in the 1930s, in his Radical America essay of 1972, “The Possibility of Radicalism in the Early 1930s: the Case of Steel.”

He published a compelling account of the struggle of Youngstown steel workers to prevent the shutdown of their plant and reopen it as a worker-controlled enterprise, in his book, The Fight Against Shutdowns: Youngstown’s Steel Mill Closings (1982).

He used his legal training and his movement experience to publish a potent, little vest pocket book for rank and filers, Labor Law for the Rank and Filers (1978) and a new edition in 2008).
He offered a prescription, based on his own work with rank and file workers in Youngstown and his historical work on the 1930s, for rebuilding the labor movement in his book, Solidarity Unionism: Rebuilding the Labor Movement from Below (1992)

With other, younger labor historians, he published a collection of essays that set out a radically different reading of the 1930s and the rise of the CIO (prefigured in his Radical America essay), “We are all Leaders”: The Alternative Unionism of the Early 1930s (1996).

These works by no means exhaust the record of his historical writing, which also includes a set of path-breaking studies of class conflict in the era of the American Revolution, an intellectual history of the origins of American radicalism, a history of the draft resistance movement, a documentary collection on non-violence, oral histories conducted with Palestinians, ruminations on anarchist and socialist traditions, and a history of the Lucasville (Ohio) prison uprising.

For these contributions and above all for a “life well-lived” we present to Staughton Lynd the lifetime service award of the Labor and Working-Class History Association.
